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EDITORIAL

Schools and Schools
The results of the November, 1920, examinations of the Amer
ican Institute of Accountants afford an impressive commentary
on the present tendency of accountancy education. Out of a total
of 820 candidates for certified public accountant certificates of
states co-operating with the institute only 110 passed. This per
centage (a little over 13 per cent) is the lowest recorded by the
board of examiners, but the record has been growing steadily
worse. For instance, the average of successes among the candi
dates in the five examinations from May, 1917, to May, 1919,
inclusive, was 49 per cent, while the average for the next three
examinations was barely 25 per cent. The percentage of suc
cesses of applicants for admission to the institute was of course
much higher (almost 70 per cent), as the institute has rigid pre
liminary practice requirements. Our comments in these notes
refer only to candidates for state certificates.
It will be noted by those who follow the course of account
ancy development that the number of applicants for certified public
accountant certificates has increased with considerable rapidity.
The general interest in the profession and the opportunities which
it offers are sufficiently magnetic to attract a great many young
men and some older men. The cause of this large and increasing
percentage of failures in the certified public accountant examina
tions is, therefore, a subject of importance to both the practising
accountant and the student.
Many of the applicants, of course, have no qualifications what
ever to justify them in believing that they will ever qualify as
certified public accountants. Many others regard the certified
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public accountant certificate as an ornament to put on the office
wall and have no immediate intention or perhaps no intention at
all of entering the public accounting field. These, perhaps, feel
that they can demand a larger salary or better consideration of
some other kind from their employers or those with whom they are
associated if they have the privilege of appending to their names
the initials “C. P. A.” With the failure of such persons we are
not greatly concerned.
There are, however, many among the applicants who honestly
intend to enter public accounting and in their haste to achieve suc
cess undertake the examinations long before they are sufficiently
prepared. Many states make no requirement of public practice
prior to examination. Other states have a practice requirement
which is inadequate or is a dead letter. A substantial number of
failures is from this class of applicants.
The greatest single reason for the large percentage of failures
is, we believe, the alleged accounting schools which are springing
up with a mushroom growth. These offer correspondence courses
and put forward every inducement except solid instruction to at
tract potential students. Some of these new schools are good,
some of both the new and older are bad, and some are so color
less that they are neither good nor bad—very Laodiceans among
schools.
Many accountants and others interested in the subject have ex
pressed the opinion that a person who is misled by the flamboyant
advertising of some so-called accountancy courses is not deserving
of sympathy. The claims of excellence made by some schools are
so ridiculous that they should defeat their purpose. It must be
remembered, however, that the reading public—the kind of public
which is apt to believe the written word whatever it may be—
is not given to deep thought or discrimination and many people
will accept at its face value any kind of claim to superiority or
virtue which is asserted in a plausible manner.
The Journal of Accountancy has declined to publish the
advertising of many of these schools. In some cases repeated ef
forts have been made to induce this magazine to accept advertis
ing of organizations concerning which the institute has serious
doubts or no doubts at all. Some of these advertisements in them
selves have been quite harmless and have made no claims that
might not readily be validated. The Journal of Accountancy,
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however, has declined these apparently harmless advertisements if
they emanated from organizations engaged in undesirable adver
tising elsewhere.
For example, we feel that no school can promise results. How
ever excellent the course of instruction, the success or failure
of the student depends to a large degree upon his own ability—
and a man’s ability is quite beyond the range of human control.
Therefore if an advertisement is presented to us which states that
students taking “our course will not only be able to pass a C. P. A.
examination but will surely increase their earning capacity,” we
will have none of it.
Or if an advertisement by word or impression indicates a leap
from a small to a great salary as the result of studying the course
advertised it is self-evident that the claim is unlikely of fulfilment
in the great majority of cases and the fact of its preposterous char
acter raises grave question as to the value of the course offered.
Testimonials are written by people who should know better and
are published broadcast. Men whose names are well-known in
professions appear as lecturers, trustees or regents of various ac
counting schools and the casual reader who has a penchant for
accounting or would like to have a knowledge of the subject may
be pardoned if he regards seriously what these institutions have
to say for themselves.
Such absurd statements are made in support of some of these
courses that the first inclination of anyone with the least discern
ment should be to laugh.
“I recently struck oil on my farm in Oklahoma and as a result
I am to-day independently wealthy. I attribute this largely to the
fact that when a youth I devoted my evenings for a year to the
study of your correspondence course in higher accountancy.” Or
Cheater’s Academy of Accounting might say, “Send for our book
let ‘The Royal Road to Wealth.’ It will tell you how to leave the
humdrum of $2,000 a year and become president of a metropolitan
bank.” Or “No previous education or experience is required.
Take our course and make the rest of the world envious.”
These are not exact quotations but are scarcely more absurd
than some advertisements that have been published by some socalled schools of accountancy.
Some of the schools which have real merit have been so charmed
by the grandiloquence of get-rich-quick organizations that they
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have adopted somewhat similar tactics and have thereby greatly
depreciated their standing in the eyes of the profession. There
seems to be something contagious about a loud noise. We stand
at the door of the circus tent and listen to the charm of the barker
and straightway are imbued with the idea that if we stand in front
of our own doors and bark the crowd will gather and success will
come crowding upon us.
In the office of this magazine we have an interesting file of socalled educational pamphlets produced by institutions engaged in
the gentle art of angling. If it ever becomes necessary to give
horrible illustrations this file will furnish material. There seems
to have been nothing in the way of bad taste which has been over
looked—and all in the name of education.
The matter has its humorous side but it has also a serious side.
It is almost impossible to prevent false advertising—there are so
many degrees of falsity and it is so easy to keep just within the
law. If all magazines, newspapers and other vehicles of advertise
ment would exercise a rigorous censorship of this class of ad
vertising much good could be done, but even then there is always
the circular letter—devised by some peculiarly ingenious limb of
Satan—which can be sent far and wide and will always bring a
certain amount of return.
What is the result? Is it not found in the failure of nearly
87 per cent of candidates in the last examinations? Is it not
found also in the great number of men who write to the office of
this magazine asking for suggestions as to when and where they
can obtain employment and laying claim to efficiency by virtue
of having studied such and such a course ? Is it not found in the
increasing skepticism with which the wary portion of the public is
beginning to regard all accounting courses both worthy and un
worthy ?
There are worthy schools and the Journal is glad to do them
honor. They should be supported and they are deserving of suc
cess—but they are hindered by the other kind of schools. Public
discrimination seems to be the only remedy, and possibly now that
money is not so easy to get students of accounting will exercise
on their own behalf a little more common sense.
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